EIGHT

'Charred Worlds'

VARVARA WAS gone. Frossia's inner room stood empty. The Dom-
kom suddenly sent along an old carpenter.

A hole was made in a wall, a door was made to communicate with
the outer passage, and the other was bricked up. Frossia's floor and
things were thickly coated with dust and rubble. She questioned the
carpenter. He knew no more than she did. A new lodger would be
installed, Frossia could not doubt that, and she did not rebel. So many
houses on the Island were uninhabitable. Frossia decided to go and
see the Domkom chairman. In his cubbyhole of an office she saw a
stocky small man, whose Russian savoured of a grammar learned too
laboriously. The chairman was saying slowly, taking care to enunciate
every word:

'Now do you understand, Comrade Zolperich? I have a room for
you, in the house next door, a small room, but you will not mind - *

'No,* the stocky man turned round, and Frossia's eyes met his. She
could not tell much from his appearance. He was small and dark and
slightly furtive. His drab brown coat was carefully buttoned up, and so
was his lean face. His eyes peered, his mouth opened into a very thin
line.

'Here you are/ said the chairman to Frossia, 'Comrade Zolperich
from Essen, Germany, a technician, working at the Baltiysky

Zolperich bowed. Frossia bowed.

'You have been here before?'

'Oh yes. I have spent many years in Russia,' he said politely. 'It was
my business to be in Russia. Now I am back.*

She looked at his small well-shaped hands. The right thumb was
missing. The finger-nails were clean, well-kept. His hands were closed-
in, secretive in all their gestures. His thin lips kept smiling.

The chairman said importantly:

'Comrade Zolperich is also joining the State Planning Commission.*

'Yes, the Gosplan,' added Zolperich.

*Ah,' said Frossia, and led the way to the balconied house. She
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